CHAPTER XI

DEATH AND CREMATION

STRANGE AS IT SEEMS, it is in their cremation ceremonies that
the Balinese have their greatest fun. A cremation is an occasion
for gaiety and not for mourning, since it represents the accom-
plishment of their most sacred duty: the ceremonial burning of
the corpses of the dead to liberate their souls so that they can
thus attain the higher worlds and be free for reincarnation into
better beings.

At cremation ceremonies hundreds of people in a wild stam-
pede carry the beautiful towers, sixty feet high, solidly built
of wood and bamboo and decorated with tinsel and expensive
silks, in which the bodies are transported to the cremation
grounds. There the corpses are placed in great cows (hewn out
of tree-trunks to serve as coffins and covered with precious ma-
terials) , and cows, towers, offerings, and ornaments are set on
fire, hundreds and even thousands of dollars burned in one
afternoon in a mad splurge of extravagance by a people who
value the necessities of life in fractions of pennies.

To the Balinese, the material body is only the shell, the con-
tainer of the soul. This soul lives in every part of the body, even
in the hair and nails, but it is concentrated in the head which
is near-holy to them. A Balinese observes the rank of his head
in relation to the rest of his body, and for this reason no one